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Molina  1 
“Man has no greater pleasure than to contemplate what he has never seen before: this desire is 
realized by travelers.”1  
 
 
Introduction: A Tale of Two World Maps  
 
Two of the earliest and most significant illustrated cartographic manuscripts in the Arab-
Islamic tradition include The Delight of Him Who Desires to Journey Through the Climates, 
more commonly known as The Book of Roger, (c. 1154) and The Book of Curiosities of the 
Sciences and Marvels for the Eye (11th century).2 An encyclopedic volume of the world, The 
Book of Roger was compiled by Abu Abdullah Mohammed Ibn al-Sharif al-Idrisi for King Roger 
II of Sicily and contains a comprehensive account of geography, history, and culture. An 
unknown author who most likely lived in Egypt wrote and illustrated The Book of Curiosities, 
which consists of two parts—ten chapters concerning the celestial world order and twenty-five 
chapters describing earthly matters. This paper focuses on a 12th- or 13th-century copy of The 
Book of Curiosities held at the Bodleian Library of Oxford (MS Arab. c. 90) and a copy of The 
Book of Roger made in 1469 by the copyist ‘Ali ibn Hasan al-‘Ajami and owned by the 
Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi in Istanbul (MS Fazil Ahmed Paşa 955).3 Not only are these two of 
the most complete copies of their respective works, but these manuscripts also include additional 
illustrations that cannot be found in any other version of The Book of Roger or The Book of 
Curiosities (Figures 1-3). These added illustrations, inserted by a later reader or owner in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1Al-Tusi in The World-Showing Glass, 1388, in Wonder, Image, and Cosmos in Medieval Islam, 
by Persis Berlekamp, (New Haven: Yale UP, 2011), 26.  
2 For convenience, I will hereafter refer to each as The Book of Roger and The Book of 
Curiosities.  
3 For a full list of the ten extant manuscripts of The Book of Roger and their current locations, 
refer to S. Ahmad Maqbul’s chapter on “Cartography of al-Sharif al-Idrisi” in History of Cartography. 
Also see Yossef Rapoport and Emilie Savage-Smith’s guide to The Book of Curiosities, which includes a 
comparative analysis of the five copies of The Book of Curiosities. Note that in Maqbul’s appendix of 
archive locations, he locates this manuscript at the Köprülü Kütüphanesi. When I visited Istanbul in the 
summer of 2014, this copy had been moved to the Süleymaniye Kütüphanesi.  
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case of The Book of Curiosities and included by the copyist in The Book of Roger, provide an 
alternative conception of manuscripts. The manuscript is not a singular production of al-Idrisi or 
the unknown Egyptian author but a complex anthology of thought—the “final copy” can be 
understood as a compilation of perspectives from the original author, the author’s sources, the 
copyist, and later readers or owners.4 
The three added illustrations of The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities range in 
subject matter, but they all include written captions and are framed by borders drawn in red or 
reddish brown ink. The two illustrations from The Book of Curiosities have been painted onto 
pages originally left blank—these pages were left blank to accommodate a large circular world 
map that can found at the end of the manuscript’s first book. One of these added illustrations 
depicts the legendary Waqwaq tree, a human-tree hybrid well-documented in early medieval 
travel literature and reported to exist at the edge of the world.5 The other illustration, painted on 
the facing page, is described by its caption as a “marvelous melon” plant and depicts fanciful 
animal heads growing from a leafy plant. Al-‘Ajami, the 15th-century copyist of The Book of 
Roger, chose to add his illustration in the midst of transcribing the manuscript. This additional 
illustration of the lands of Gog and Magog, a popular apocalyptic legend recorded in both Bible 
and the Qur’an, can be found in the midst of al-Idrisi’s textual description of the legend.6 
Although I will examine the visual elements and conceptual implications of each illustration 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  4This alternative conception of manuscripts has grown out of engagement with a variety of issues  
related to manuscript production. For a collection of essays related to these issues, see Anna Contadini, 
Arab Painting Text and Image in Illustrated Arabic Manuscripts (Leiden: Brill), 2007.  5	  See	  Shawkat Toorawa’s essay about the waqwaq in Ocean: Essays on islands and islanders 
(Port Louis, Mauritius Trust, 2007). He includes translations of number of early Arabic sources 
concerning the waqwaq.  6	  References to Gog and Magog in the Bible: Genesis 10:2 NKJV, Ezekiel 38-39 NKJV, 
Revelation 19:11-21:8 NKJV.	  References to Yajuj and Majuj (Arabic names for Gog and Magog) in the 
Qur’an: Qur’an, al-Kahf, 18:98; Qur’an, al-Anbiyah, 21:95-96. There are also several hadith, sayings of 
the Prophet Muhammad, which mention Yajuj and Majuj.  	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separately, analyzing the three together provokes larger questions about the discourse of painted 
illustrations in manuscripts and the purposes of cartography in the medieval era.  
This paper seeks to contextualize the three illustrations in their respective manuscripts 
and the later periods during which they were created or inserted. To contextualize these three 
illustrations, I use four different lenses—geography, cosmography, wonder, and legends—to 
encompass the multiplicity of perspectives that medieval readers might have utilized to 
understand these manuscripts and the world around them. Ultimately, I use these four 
frameworks to elucidate the following arguments: 1) the insertion of painted illustrations reflects 
a tradition of using the visual arts to convey wonder; 2) the descriptions and illustrations of 
wondrous creatures and places convey conceptual boundaries between the center and the edge of 
the world; and 3) these inserted illustrations might have inspired curiosity and travel to faraway 
lands while simultaneously affirming the centrality of the reader’s known world.  
 
A Brief History of Scholarship   
The three illustrations that comprise the central argument of this paper also represent a 
gap in scholarship. Scholars have not focused on the added illustrations from The Book of 
Curiosities, and the illustration from The Book of Roger has been completely overlooked and 
remains unpublished. This lack of scholarship is unsurprising, as the Bodleian Library recently 
acquired The Book of Curiosities in 2002, and the major research guide to accompany the 
manuscript was only published in 2014.7 Jeremy Johns and Emilie Savage-Smith of Oxford have 
written articles detailing the conservation of the manuscript and analyses of selected maps but 
little research on the manuscript exists outside of Oxford. In contrast, The Book of Roger has 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 This paper is indebted to Yossef Rapoport and Emilie Savage-Smith’s guide to The Book of 
Curiosities, An Eleventh-Century Egyptian Guide to the Universe: The Book of Curiosities (Leiden & 
Boson: Brill, 2014).  
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remained a point of scholarly interest since the early 19th century. Pierre Amédée Emilien Probe 
Jaubert (1779-1847), known as “Napoleon’s favourite orientalist advisor and dragoman,”8 
published a French translation of The Book of Roger as early as 1840. This French translation 
remained a cornerstone for understanding al-Idrisi in the western world until the Institute of 
Oriental Studies at Naples University translated al-Idrisi’s words into Modern Standard Arabic in 
1970.9 Konrad Miller (1844-1933), the well-known cartographic historian of the early 19th 
century, analyzed the scientific accuracies and irregularities of al-Idrisi’s cartographic treatise, 
and he also created the famous artificial construction of al-Idrisi’s 70 regional maps (Figure 4).10 
 Contemporary scholars have published important research on the life and methodologies 
of al-Idrisi,11 and in 1995, Ralph Brauer contributed a foundational analysis of the borders and 
frontiers depicted in The Book of Roger. Brauer argues that al-Idrisi did not depict strict divisions 
between political entities but instead created zones of transition that reflected the experiences of 
travellers. Brauer notes that travellers would not know when they were approaching a particular 
boundary, so rather than creating strict lines between one place and another, al-Idrisi indicates 
areas of transition. Brauer’s study prompted a question concerning boundaries that has largely 
shaped the latter part of this paper: apart from transition zones or literal boundaries, how did 
cartographers portray non-literal boundaries or create markers to convey difference?   
 
Historical Context: Cartographic Traditions, Patronage, & Manuscript Production   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Alastiar Hamilton and A.H De Groot, Friends and Rivals in the East: Studies in Anglo-Dutch 
Relations in the Levant from the Seventeenth to the Early Nineteenth Century, (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 230.  
9 Muḥammad Ibn-Muḥammad al-Idrisi, Opus Geographicum (Oriental Institute of Naples, 1984).  
10 Although it is fascinating to view all 70 maps together, viewers should be cautioned that al-
Idrisi did not intend for his maps to be viewed in this fashion and additionally Miller has oriented the map 
so Europe and Asia are at the top. Al-Idrisi followed the Arab-Islamic tradition of depicting the southern 
hemisphere at the top of his maps.  
11 Maqbul, 44.  
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An examination of The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities requires different 
historical contexts. First, understanding these two manuscripts within the larger history of Arab-
Islamic mapmaking helps contextualize them in the history of cartography. Second, the 
manuscripts should be analyzed in their respective contexts of conception—for The Book of 
Roger, the early 12th-century court of Roger II, and for The Book of Curiosities, 11th-century 
Egypt. Finally, re-examining both manuscripts in the context of the 13th, 14th, and 15th centuries, 
the periods when the three illustrations were inserted, allows insight into the protean meanings 
attached to books.  
In the history of early Arab-Islamic cartography, two main traditions of mapmaking 
existed: the Balkhi school12 and the later 12th and 13th-century strands of cartography. 
Mapmakers of the Balkhi school included famous travelers and scientists such as Ibn Hawqal (d. 
978), al-Istakhri (d. 957), and al-Muqaddasi (940-991). These early cartographic manuscripts 
bear little illustration aside from geographic markers indicating cities, rivers, lakes, and 
mountains. Although these manuscripts include detailed written descriptions of foreign cities and 
the people who dwell in unknown lands, the same folios are often devoid of accompanying 
illustrations. This lack of additional illustration reflects the nature of extant early manuscript 
painting—many of the early manuscripts available to us today are not as densely illustrated as 
later 12th or 13th-century manuscripts.13 This does not mean that all manuscripts before the 12th 
century lacked illustration. Rather, this could suggest that manuscript art historians are dealing 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  12	  The Balkhi school classification is a modern-day construction that typically charts the school’s 
origins from the 9th century (al-Balkhi’s lifetime) to the 10th or 11th centuries. For more information on the 
classification of Balkhi school maps, please see S. Maqbul Ahmad’s “Cartography of al-Sharif al-Idrisi” 
from the History of Cartography series (University of Chicago Press, 1998).  
13 Oleg Grabar, Masterpieces of Islamic Art: The Decorated Page from the 8th to the 17th 
Century (Munich: Prestel, 2009).   
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with a dearth of information due to a paucity of extant material.14 Additionally, these early 
cartographers provided such rich information through text that the accompanying maps might 
seem inessential at first glance. Yet even the earliest cartographers placed primacy on maps as 
their chief visual tools of exploration, as al-Istakhri noted, “our plan is to describe, and to 
delineate on maps, the various seas…affixing the name of each, so that it may be known in the 
maps.”15  
The Balkhi school’s name derives from an early 9th-century cartographer, Abu Zayd al-
Balkhi, whose work al-Muqaddasi described as, “…the representation of the earth by maps…He 
described each map [only] briefly without giving useful particulars or setting forth clearly or in 
the order the facts which were worth knowing…a book with very carefully prepared maps, but 
confused in many places and superficial in its commentaries.”16 Although al-Balkhi’s 
descriptions may have been superficial, al-Muqaddasi acknowledges his emphasis on maps as 
primary representations of the outside world. In general, the Balkhi school cartographers were 
“more concerned with political boundaries than geographical detail, and each one [map] was 
centered on Mecca, indicated by the symbol of the Kaaba, the cube-shaped building that is the 
most sacred site in Islam.”17 Al-Idrisi’s methodology ultimately diverged from the Balkhi 
tradition, as he created a new model of mapmaking for 12th and 13th-century cartographers, but 
al-Idrisi continued to borrow and reflect upon the maps of his Balkhi-school predecessors.   
 Many of al-Idrisi’s concerns as a mapmaker reflect the interests of his patron, King Roger 
II, a Sicilian ruler with Norman roots, who was invested in promoting cultural production across 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 The Bodelain’s 1009 copy of al-Sufi’s Treatise on the Fixed Stars is densely illustrated and 
suggests that substantial book illustration did occur in earlier periods.  
15 Ouseley, Wilson. Oriental Geography of Ebn Haukal, 2. The Oriental Geography of Ebn 
Haukal (London: Wilson for T. Cadell and W. Davies, 1800).  
16 Maqbul, 58. 
17 Beau Riffenburgh, The Men Who Mapped the World: The Treasures of Cartography. London: 
Carlton, 2011), 11.  
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religious identity. Sicily, with its central location at the crossroads of the Mediterranean, boasted 
a rich history of cross-cultural interactions. The Byzantine Greeks controlled Sicily until 831 
when Aghlabid armies from North Africa conquered Palermo. Aghlabid control of Sicily fell to 
the Fatimid Caliphate in 909, and Fatimid rule in Sicily lasted until the Norman invasion during 
the 11th century. Roger II’s father, Roger d’Hauteville wrested the island from Muslim rule and 
encouraged a hybridized Norman-Byzantine-Arab culture visually manifested in Sicily’s art and 
architecture (Figure 5). Like other rulers before him, Roger II was concerned with mapping the 
boundaries of his new empire but also interested in the world more largely.  
 When al-Idrisi arrived in Sicily and began his work in 1138, the boundaries and frontiers 
of the Mediterranean had radically shifted, but his patron, King Roger II, had adjusted his 
attention from the local to the global. When he commissioned al-Idrisi to create his compendium 
of cartography, King Roger II established an academy of geographers and invited travellers from 
all parts of the world to share their knowledge. Thus, al-Idrisi drew from far-ranging traveller’s 
accounts and the wealth of both Euro-Christian and Arab-Islamic sources to compile The Book of 
Roger. In his prefatory remarks, he lists the following as sources for his treatise: Ibn 
Khurdadhbih (820-912), al-Yaqubi (d. 897-898), Qudamah (dates unknown), Ibn Hawqal (d. 
978), al-Mas’udi (896-956), Paulus Orosius (375-418), and Ptolemy (100-170).18 Al-Idrisi 
combined divergent methodologies, ranging from Ibn Hawqal’s standard Balkhi-school approach 
to mapmaking to Ptolemy’s tools for dividing the world. Like Ptolemy, al-Idrisi divided the 
world into seven climates, and within each climate, al-Idrisi mapped ten geographic regions. In 
the tradition of Ibn Hawqal’s extensive chronicles, al-Idrisi included detailed descriptions of the 
people, cultures, and trading patterns of different regions. For example, he provides an in-depth 
commentary on the architecture and people of Cordoba: 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Al-Idrisi, Opus Geographicum, translated by Cartography Unchained, “CGID4.”   
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The city of Cordoba is the capital and the city of al-Andalus, the seat of the Muslim  
caliphate. The qualities of the people of Cordoba are too famous to need to mention  
them…They combine beauty and splendor. These are the greatest scientists of this  
country and models of piety. They are renowned for the purity of their doctrine…the  
beauty of their appearance...They are, moreover, endowed with the most amiable  
character and the most praiseworthy manner. Cordoba never lacked illustrious scholars or  
distinguished persons. Its merchants are rich and possess abundant goods—they live in  
comfort...They are driven by a noble ambition. Cordoba consists of five contiguous cities.  
Each is separated from the other by a wall and has enough markets, inns, baths and all  
kinds of crafts.19 
 
Al-Idrisi’s lauds the merits of Cordoba as a city of science and beauty. He also describes the 
people as intellectual yet driven by “noble ambition.” Throughout The Book of Roger, al-Idrisi 
describes cities like Cordoba and Palermo as exciting centers for living an intellectual, 
commercial, and virtuous life.  
While Ibn Hawqal and other Balkhi-school cartographers located Mecca as the spiritual 
and physical center of the world, al-Idrisi’s treatise contains no single center of the world. 
Instead, he emphasizes important cities like Mecca, Baghdad, Cordoba, and Palermo as the 
centers of culture, knowledge, and trade. Similarly, the rectangular world map of The Book of 
Curiosities does not locate a singular political or spiritual focal point (Figure 6), and the 
anonymous author does not include a list of his sources in the manuscript’s prefatory remarks. 
Rather, these maps disrupt the traditional binary of Balkhi-school maps and post-al-Idrisi maps. 
Crafted in the 11th century, chronologically situated between the Balkhi school and al-Idrisi’s 
cartographic tradition, maps from The Book of Curiosities do not resemble pre-existing sources 
and instead defy strict taxonomy.20 Although little is known about the manuscript’s author or 
patron, The Book of Curiosities can be understood in the context of the Fatimid empire (909-
1171). In the dedication, the author offers blessings to “the leaders of the community from 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19Al-Idrisi, Opus Geographicum, translated by the Bibliotheque nationale de France on their 
interactive website: classes.bnf.fr.  
20 Rapoport and Savage-Smith, “Introduction” to the text and “Facsimile.”  
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among his descendants; the virtuous chosen ones; the good caliphs,” which was a common 
reference to the imam-caliphs of Fatimid rule.21 The Book of Curiosities emphasizes Mahdia as a 
Fatimid capital, but the cartographic treatise largely focuses on maritime cities—their histories, 
trade routes, and architectural characteristics.  
The Book of Curiosities differs from The Book of Roger in some respects, as the former 
focuses on both the celestial and terrestrial realms while the latter does not delve into 
cosmography, but the two follow a similar methodology of describing regional areas of the world 
with geographic facts and cultural observations. Both The Book of Roger and The Book of 
Curiosities also contain circular world maps depicting the extent of the known world (Figures 7-
8). Because scholars have largely focused on The Book of Roger since the 19th century, the 
circular world map was believed to be an original part of al-Idrisi’s treatise though he makes no 
mention of this map in his text. Moreover, it is possible that the circular maps found in extant 
copies of The Book of Roger were copied from The Book of Curiosities’ circular map, suggesting 
that these manuscripts circulated together in the medieval Mediterranean and that audiences 
might have known both treatises. A joint analysis of The Book of Roger and The Book of 
Curiosities allows us to pose larger questions concerning the development of painted 
cartographic manuscripts and the different intellectual and cultural forces that shaped 
cartographic production. 
Lastly, although The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities were compiled in the 
11th and 12th centuries, the original manuscripts are now lost. To accompany The Book of Roger, 
al-Idrisi had inscribed a large silver disc with a map of the world that was most likely melted 
down during a period of political instability after Roger II’s death.22 Despite the lack of original 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Ibid., 32.  
22 John Addington Symonds, Sketches in Italy (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1883), 249.  
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manuscripts, many extant copies of both The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities can be 
found in archives around the world. These later copies were created primarily in the 14th and 15th 
centuries, a period of change for the Islamic world after the fall of Baghdad to the Mongol 
invasion and the establishment of the Ilkhanid period (1256-1353), an era of rich manuscript 
production and illustration that can be seen in extant books.23After the Ilkhanids, the Timurid 
dynasty (1370-1507) emerged, and book production continued during this period, as both 
cartography and travel literature remained popular genres.  
 
Frameworks: Geography, Cosmography, Wonder, and Legends 
I will now outline the four frameworks briefly mentioned at the beginning of this paper. 
Although I have presented these frameworks as discrete subjects, they often overlap and should 
not be understood as rigid categories. By developing this quadripartite system, I provide some 
clarity in identifying the different knowledge traditions that would have informed a viewer’s 
reading of these inserted images.   
The first two frameworks, geography and cosmography, provide perspectives for 
understanding the illustrations within the contexts of their respective manuscripts. It is important 
to remember that these illustrations have been inserted into lengthy manuscripts focused on 
geographic and cosmographic matters—they function as parts of a whole as well as 
independently. For these two frameworks, I pose a question concerning the relationship between 
image and text: how do these illustrations reflect the manuscript’s textual focus on geography? 
More broadly, why were these illustrations inserted into manuscripts of cartography? How do 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  23	  Please see the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s introduction to this period. Stefano Carboni and 
Qamar Adamjee. “The Art of the Book in the Ilkhanid Period.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. 
New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/khan2/hd_khan2.htm 
(October 2003).  
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these illustrations, in the case of The Book of Curiosities, reflect the manuscript’s focus on 
cosmography? Cosmography, although related to geography, refers to an entire world order—an 
understanding of how heavenly and earthly matters have been integrated into a single system. In 
many ways, a cosmographic framework overlaps with a geographic framework. Although all 
three illustrations might include cosmographic dimensions at large, I will primarily use this 
framework to analyze the added illustration of marvelous melons because it includes possible 
cosmic implications related to lunar cycles (Figure 2).   
 The latter two frameworks, wonder and legends, refer to perspectives that would have 
shaped a reader’s understanding through traditions outside of the immediate text. Al-Idrisi and 
the unknown author of The Book of Curiosities repeat the classical Arabic term for wonder, 
aja’ib, throughout their texts to describe quasi-human creatures or unusual plants. The last five 
chapters of The Book of Curiosities are dedicated to wondrous plants, animals, and semi-human 
creatures of faraway lands. Al-Idrisi did not write separate chapters dedicated to wondrous 
beings; instead, he includes descriptions of wondrous quasi-humans throughout The Book of 
Roger. For instance, he provides the following account of inhabited islands in the Atlantic Ocean 
where “…the inhabitants…are shaped like women and their canine teeth protrude. Their eyes 
flash like lightning and their thighs are like logs. They fight against the monsters of the sea. Men 
and women are not sexually differentiated, and the men have no beards. They dress in the leaves 
of trees.”24 Other descriptions of foreign people and lands are similarly detailed and often 
positioned as the antithesis of cosmopolitan trade centers like Palermo or Baghdad.  
Historically, the concept of aja’ib had existed long before al-Idrisi and the author of The 
Book of Curiosities were writing. Early authors often described the famous monuments of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Al-Idrisi, Opus Geographicum, 304.  
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antiquity as wonders.25 In the historiography of aja’ib, “classical” descriptions of wonder from 
the 10th and 11th centuries are often differentiated from conceptions of wonder that developed in 
the 13th century.26 Early 10th and 11th century descriptions of wonder refer to geographical 
treatises like The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities, which outline the curiosities and 
wonders of various lands in their respective texts. Abu Hamid al-Gharnati (1080-1169) is often 
credited as the father of aja’ib literature, as he wrote compendiums of history and astronomy that 
catalogue marvels or wonders of the world. His work also served as the primary source for al-
Qazwini’s The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of Existence, a 13th-century catalogue of 
aja’ib and one of the most well-known works of the genre. Al-Qazwini derives explicit 
connections between aja’ib, the cosmographic scheme, and divinity, as he notes, “every atom of 
substance and accident is characterized by and has as its attribute the wonders and oddities that 
appear within it, by the wisdom, power, majesty, and greatness of God the Exalted.”27 In 
Wonder, Image, & Cosmos in Medieval Islam, Persis Berlekamp argues that this description 
illustrates al-Qazwini’s reliance on Neo-Platonic ideals to structure a cosmography in which 
marvels emanated in a hierarchal order from the will of God. Al-Idrisi and the unknown author 
of The Book of Curiosities do not define wonder explicitly, but later readers of their texts, 
particularly in the 13th, 14th, and 15th centuries, would have been exposed to al-Qazwini’s 
writings and other examples of aja’ib literature—in other words, an informed reader would have 
been immersed in a literary culture of wonder that emphasized the role of manuscripts as 
conveyors and mediators of God’s wonder.  
 Aside from the three inserted illustrations and a few marginal drawings of comets, all 
other visual material in The Book of Roger and The Book Curiosities consists of maps or 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 P. J. Bearman, “Aja’ib” from The Encyclopedia of Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2001). Online Edition.  
26 Berlekamp, 24.   
27 Berlekamp, 15.  
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cosmographic diagrams. In the history of Arab-Islamic painting, not many extant manuscripts 
created before the 12th century were substantially illustrated. It is not until the late 12th and early 
13th centuries that more densely illustrated manuscripts are evidently produced in the painting 
traditions of the so-called Baghdad school (Figures 10-12). This does not mean that books were 
not significantly illustrated before the 12th century but that a lack of extant material does not 
allow us to draw precise conclusions. As a literary culture of wonder unfolded in the 13th 
century, elaborate book illustration also occurred. I would like to suggest that the inserted 
illustrations of The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities not only reflect a literary culture 
of wonder but also attest to how this literary culture accompanied a robust visual culture. 
Berlekamp suggests that this emphasis on the visual would have elicited an aesthetic experience 
of wonder—an experience preceded by earlier forms of Islamic art, such as colorful geometric 
patterns designed to induce the wonder response.28 The relationship between aesthetic delight 
and wonder can also be grounded in philosophical writings from the period. For example, Ibn 
Bajja (1085-1138), the great Andalusian astronomer and philosopher, wrote about the 
relationship between aesthetics and wonder in Essay on the Conjunction of the Intellect with 
Human Beings:  
 A part of the state that belongs to the faculties of the soul possessing this rank is what  
 belongs to the imagery [faculty], that is to say, something analogous to this intellect  
 comes to be with it, where [that analogous thing] is a light that when mixed with  
 something, what is seen either cannot be articulated in any way or it is difficult to  
 articulate. Owing to the appetitive soul, one comes to have a state resembling awe, which  
 in a certain way resembles the state that appears when sensing something great and 
frightful. That state is called wonder.29  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Berlekamp, 20.  
29 Ibn Bajja, Essay on the Conjunction of the Intellect with Human Beings, 1085-1139 in  
Jon McGinnis and David Reisman’s Classical Arabic Philosophy: An Anthology of Sources (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2007), 282. 	  
Molina  14 
Bajja’s essay is largely concerned with the role of knowledge in creating a happy life for 
mankind, and in this section, he elaborates on how one’s image-making facility—the ability to 
create and understand visual markers—can temporarily stun a reader and lead to a higher level of 
knowledge. This state of wonder is both an aesthetic and intellectual experience, as al-Qazwini 
describes a similar predicament when defining aja’ib as “the sense of bewilderment a person 
feels because of his inability to understand the cause of a thing.”30 Additionally, an 
understanding of the visual experience of wonder might be inextricably linked to a literary 
experience as Lara Harb argues. Harb examines the writings of five poets who lived and wrote 
during the medieval era (10th-14th c.) to argue that these authors focused on invoking wonder 
through image-evocative poetry. In traditional Arab-Islamic poetry, poetic syllogisms that evoke 
images are referred to as takhiyl, and all five of Harb’s poets “describe this process of image 
evocation as a ‘movement of the soul’ generally-speaking, and more specifically, they relate this 
movement to awe and wonder.”31 Just as Ibn Bajja relates a state of wonder to the soul’s 
facilities, medieval poets were interested in understanding how images could move the soul 
through visual properties. How might this emphasis of using visual expression to translae 
cultural ideas inform reactions to the three inserted illustrations as wondrous and perhaps 
explains their existence as paintings rather than textual descriptions? For readers who 
encountered The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities after the aforementioned three 
illustrations had been inserted, a context of geographic treatises concerned with aja’ib as well as 
a literary and visual culture of wonder would have illuminated their viewing experience.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Ibid, 23.  
31 Lara Harb, “Poetic Marvels: Wonder and Aesthetic Experience in Medieval Arabic Literary 
Theory,” Dissertation submitted to New York University, Department of Middle Eastern Studies and 
Islamic Studies, (September 2013), 17.  
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 Despite the many extant medieval texts that reference aja’ib, some scholars argue that an 
aja’ib genre is a modern construction rather than a historical one.32 For example, Syrinx von 
Hees argues that the aja’ib in al-Qazwini’s The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of 
Existence are commonplace rather than rare, and thus, an aja’ib genre is an anachronistic 
construction. Von Hees notes that Qazwini describes many natural species and materials found in 
everyday life, such as horses and rain, which are not considered particularly rare or unusual.33 If 
an aja’ib lacks rarity, this quality does not immediately discount its identification as a wonder. 
Rather, von Hees’ criticism sparks an important question that cannot be ignored: what exactly 
constitutes aja’ib? During the medieval era, aja’ib refers to a wide range of people, places, and 
things. Wonders could be human-constructed architectural feats, such as Alexander the Great’s 
Lighthouse, or strange quasi-humans that inhabit faraway lands. Wonders could also be entirely 
familiar. For instance, the compiler of the 13th-century Kitab Na’t al-Hayawan or Book of the 
Characteristics of Animals includes detailed descriptions and paintings of familiar animals meant 
to elicit wonder:  
 The Sage Aristotle has said: All beings are predisposed with respect to all the conditions  
 they encounter…Just as they cannot change [their form] appearance, they can likewise  
 not be transformed…In the characteristics of these creatures is [a source of knowledge]  
 for the learned and a reminder to people of intellect…I have looked into all that with  
 great care, and have exerted my mind with great diligence night and day until I have  
 acquired a great knowledge that I have found desirable to include in this book of mine for  
 my contemporaries to study carefully together and for succeeding generations to pass on  
 so they will wonder at His marvels—but there is no wondering at the ways of God, the  
 exalted, high and holy.34 
 
The writer’s description of aja’ib relates to al’Qazwini’s cosmography, in which marvels convey 
the wondrous being of God. Although aja’ib may be both familiar and unfamiliar, natural and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Ibid, 25.  
33 Syrinx Von Hees, “The Astonishing: A Critique and Re-reading of ‘Aga’ib Literature,” Middle 
Eastern Literature, 8 (July 2005): 101-20. Found and cited in Berlekamp, 25.  
34 Anna Contadini, A World of Beasts a Thirteenth-century Illustrated Arabic Book on Animals  
(the Kitāb Na't Al-Ḥayawān) in the Ibn Bakhtīshū' Tradition, (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 42.  
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unnatural, all types of aja’ib reference the greater order of life established by God. This passage 
also implies that “people of intellect” need to be reminded of His power through wonders. 
Although experiencing wonder can be an intellectual exercise, ultimately the reader is reminded 
of his own humanity and the limits of his knowledge. For al-Idrisi and the author of The Book of 
Curiosities, plants, animals, humans, and inanimate substances can be conceived of as wonders. 
These geographical treatises emphasize the strangeness of aja’ib, but they also mention a few 
commonplace examples. For instance, in a chapter on wondrous birds, The Book of Curiosities 
includes a description of a peacock, a wondrous but also familiar fowl of the medieval Islamic 
world.35 A reader might know about a peacock’s existence, but does he know how the colourful 
bird has been created? This knowledge is reserved for God, but the text encourages a reader to 
ruminate and wonder at the process.  
 The final framework through which readers might understand the inserted illustrations 
involves an understanding of legends. For the purposes of this paper I define legends rather 
broadly as well-known stories circulated in multiple ways—through religious texts, literary texts, 
and visual materials. When a reader approaches the illustrations of The Book of Roger and The 
Book of Curiosities, knowledge of legends informs his understanding of both text and image, as 
the illustrations may elicit associations with other versions of the same legend. Through this 
framework, I ultimately seek to contextualize the inserted illustrations into the artistic and 
literary dialogues of their time.  
 
The Waqwaq: Existence on the Edge  
One of the most fascinating and enduring legends in the cartographic tradition is the 
legend of the Waqwaq tree illustrated in The Book of Curiosities (Figure 1). This illustration 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Yapoport and Savage-Smith, 523.  
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represents one of the earliest extant visual representations of the Waqwaq tree. Most likely a later 
reader or owner of the manuscript inserted this illustration along with the painting of marvelous 
melons found on the adjoining folio. Originally these pages, which can be found near the middle 
of the manuscript, would have been blank to accommodate the circular world map painted on the 
subsequent folios.36 The illustration of the Waqwaq takes up an entire page and can be identified 
by its caption, written in red calligraphic script: “Concerning the fruits of the waq[waq]…”37 
Although many written narratives of the Waqwaq tree predate this illustration, I am not aware of 
other extant images of the Waqwaq from this period.38 A later illustration of the Waqwaq tree 
can be found in the 14th- or 15th-century version of a manuscript known as The Book of Wonders 
(Figure 13).39 The stylistic qualities of this painting diverge greatly from those of The Book of 
Curiosities, but the overall composition of the Waqwaq tree remains the same.  
In the Book of Curiosities’ version of the Waqwaq, a tree with a red trunk and green 
leaves grows from gray rocks covered by vegetation. Each branch of the Waqwaq tree ends in a 
humanoid figure—painted in brown but outlined with red to emphasize the figure’s inextricable 
connection to the tree. Some figures appear more fully formed than others. For example, many of 
the figures include both arms and legs, but two of the figures have a pair of legs only. This 
difference suggests the organic and vegetal nature of the Waqwaq tree: the “fruit” of the 
Waqwaq, as the caption indicates, develop as irregularly as other plants, with the resulting 
vegetation growing at different stages. On the head of each Waqwaq humanoid, a yellow semi-
circle rests, indicating the junction at which the tree branch ends and the Waqwaq figure begins 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  36	  Yapoport and Savage-Smith, 30. 	  
37 Ibid., 438.  
38 Please note that the term Waqwaq has been conflated to more generally refer to animal-plant 
hybrids. I would like to avoid this rather erroneous conflation and use the term to explicitly discuss this 
legend.  
39 Abu Ma’shar al-Balkhi, Book of Wonders or Kitab al-Bulhan, 14th or 15th centuries, Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, MS Or. 133.  
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to grow. The two Waqwaq figures that have fallen to the ground and symmetrically frame the 
tree have lost their yellow semi-circles, which rest on the ground beside them and have 
transformed into floral motifs. This cycle of growth and the emphasis on the organic nature of 
the tree lead the reader to analyze the Waqwaq as a whole plant with composite parts rather than 
extrapolating the humanoid figures from their vegetal context. This emphasis on connecting 
vegetation with partially human figures is underscored by the caption, which labels the Waqwaq 
as fruits.  
Although the caption and the illustration function harmoniously, this insertion diverges 
from the textual description of the Waqwaq tree. The author of The Book of Curiosities discusses 
the Waqwaq tree in his twenty-third chapter concerning plants: 
 On the Waqwaq Island—which is an island bordering on Sofalah, one of the isles of the  
 Zanj—there is a tree bearing fruits that look like women suspended by their hair as if by  
green cords. They have breasts, female sexual organs, and curvaceous bodies, and they 
scream ‘waqwaq’. When one of them is cut off the tree, it falls down dead and does not 
talk any more. The inside of their bodies and buttocks, their faces and their arms, is 
entirely made of something resembling the down of a feather. When a person advances 
further into the island, he finds a tree with more attractive fruits, with plumper posteriors, 
bosoms, genitalia, and more handsome faces than the ones before. If this fruit is cut off, it 
survives for a day or part of a day before it stops talking and screaming. The person who 
cuts down this fruit may have sexual intercourse with it and would derive pleasure from 
it.40 
 
In this case, the text precedes the inserted image, yet the illustrator of The Book of Curiosities 
has either ignored the manuscript’s description of the Waqwaq tree or chosen not to use it. The 
author of The Book of Curiosities provided specific visual clues to understanding the Waqwaq 
including female sex organs, feathers on arms and legs, and hair suspended by green cords. The 
inserted painting includes none of these elements and instead creates a tree where organic 
process becomes the focus rather than female sexuality. Interestingly the humanoid figures 
depicted appear sexless and any visual trace of femininity cannot be extracted. Thus, despite a 	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connection to the overall book, this illustration can also function independently as the reader’s 
own fantasy constructed from an interest in wonders and legends.  
  In terms of legends, this illustration borrows descriptions of the Waqwaq tree from earlier 
sources, including travel diaries, naval accounts, and other geographic treatises. One of the 
earliest accounts of the Waqwaq tree can be found in Ibn Khordadbeh’s Kitab al-Masalik w’al-
Mamalik or The Book of Roads and Kingdoms (9th c.): “East of China is a country called al-
waqwaq, which is so rich in gold that the local people manufacture chains for their dogs and 
collars for their monkeys out of gold. They sell tunics embroidered with gold. One finds there 
ebony of excellent quality.”41 In this early description, the Waqwaq people appear fully human 
and have no association with trees. Not long after, al-Mas’udi includes a similar description of 
the Waqwaq people but notes that they inhabit a “country which produces abundance of gold and 
other marvels.”42 During this period, another version of the Waqwaq legend appeared in the 
writings of Abu Bakr ‘Abd Allah Muhammad or Abi Bakr al-Zuhri (9th/10th c.): “It [the body on 
the waqwaq tree] keeps on hanging by the hair in June, and by the middle of the month, it begins 
to fall from these trees until all (the fruits) fall down. When it falls it gives out two cries in the 
air: ‘Waq-waq’. It is said that sometimes it gives the cry thrice. When it falls to the ground, it is 
just flesh and bones…This is the greatest of the wonders of China.”43 This version aligns more 
closely with the legend of the Waqwaq tree illustrated in The Book of Curiosities, and it also 
reveals the potential for legends to shape and be shaped by other literary works.   
 These legends also emphasize the Waqwaq as an example of aja’ib. Other writings on the 
Waqwaq can be found in books concerning maritime marvels, such as Kitab Aja’ib al-Hind or 
The Book of Wonders of India by Buzurg Shahriyar—even in the earliest legends, the Waqwaq 	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42 Ibid.   
43 Ibid.   
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tree was integrated into a literature of wonder. Described as a wonder through text, this 
illustration also conveys wonder through its bright and distinctive coloring, particularly the 
unusual red of the tree trunk and branches.44 The illustration is strange in its hybridity but 
familiar through its emphasis on organic processes and its retellings through circulated literary 
legends. When a reader encounters this illustration, he or she might experience aesthetic delight 
and be reminded of the larger cosmographic order and the power of God, who alone can create 
such wondrous creatures—the origin of such entertaining stories. Recalling al-Qazwini’s 
definition of wonder as bewilderment when confronted with the unknown, it seems plausible that 
a reader could understand the Waqwaq as simultaneously real and fabular. In this context, 
fabular refers to stories that emerge from folklore but are not generally viewed as historically 
accurate. Shawkat Toorawa’s essays on the Waqwaq place the island consistently in this 
discourse of the fabular or collected stories: “The waqwaq, described at times as a whole island, 
a complex of islands, or simply a tree, consistently references the fabulous and the fabular.” 45 In 
gazing at this illustration, a reader might be temporarily stunned by its “fabulous” nature, but he 
may also utilize other clues to understand the legend as both real and imagined. This binary 
between real and imagined was somewhat blurred in the medieval era, as a belief in the fabular 
did not necessarily discount one’s belief in the scientific. Many of the geographical treatises 
from this time report the existence of the Waqwaq as fact. Others deem it a false legend, as al-
Idrisi does in The Book of Roger: “There is the tree about which Mas’udi tells us unbelievable 
stories which are not worth telling.”46 While al-Idrisi may dismiss the legend of the Waqwaq as 
fiction, in many medieval readers’ minds, the story was both real and inconceivable.  
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45 Shawkat Toorawa, Ocean: Essays on islands and islanders (Port Louis, Mauritius Trust, 2007).  
46 Al-Idrisi, (trans. Jaubert), 560.   
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 This tension between the real and imagined is best illuminated by the geographic 
implications of the Waqwaq tree. The aforementioned geographical accounts locate the Waqwaq 
people east of China or in China, and medieval maps often provided more exact locations for the 
island. In The Book of Curiosities, the island is depicted on the circular world map, and the 
textual description locates the Waqwaq on Sofalah, a land in East Africa (Figure 9). In a 
manuscript dedicated to providing “the truth” about various lands and cities through geography, 
the author has provided an exact geographic location for the Waqwaq, just as he stated the 
precise geographic locations for Mecca, Baghdad, and Palermo. Juxtaposed alongside maps, this 
illustration of the Waqwaq conveys real geographic space. Yet the legend of the Waqwaq also 
conveys wonder through its conceptual placement at the edge of the world. This space, rather 
than being exactly located, functions as a geographic symbol of the edge. Early accounts of 
geography and legends associated with the creation of the world portray the earth in the shape of 
a bird and the Waqwaq at its edges. For example, Ibn al-Faqih al-Hamadani, a 10th-century 
historian and geographer, wrote the following description in Mukhtasar Kitab al-Buldan or 
Concise Book of Lands:  
 The image of the world consists of five parts: the head, two wings, breast, and tail of  
a bird. The world’s head is China. Behind China is [a place] people called Wakwak.  
Behind this [country called] Wakwak are people whom no one except God counts [as one  
of his creatures]. The right wing is India, and behind India is the sea; behind this sea there  
are no creatures at all. The left wing represents Khazar [of the Caspian], and behind  
Khazar are two nations each of which is called Manshak and Mashak. Behind Manshak  
and Mashak are Gog and Magog, both of which are nations whom only God knows. The  
breast of the world represents Mecca, Hijaz [the western shore of the Arabian Peninsula],  
Syria, Iraq, and Egypt. The tail represents the land from dhat al-Plumdm [the frontier of  
Egypt] to the Maghreb [Northwest Africa]. The tail is the worst part of the bird.47 
 
This description of the world places the Waqwaq at the edge of the known world, located before 
one encounters the “people whom no one but God counts.” Just as wonder confronts the viewer 	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with the limits of his knowledge, the Waqwaq represent the margin of understanding—the edge 
of knowledge. Although the Waqwaq could be located in real places, the legend also functions as 
a geographically significant space on the edge of the world. 
 
Marvelous Melons: The Earthly and the Heavenly  
 The second inserted illustration from The Book of Curiosities, the painting of marvelous 
melons, contains multiple meanings elicited through readings of geography, cosmography, and 
wonder. Identified by a caption written in red calligraphic script, the illustrator has provided both 
a name for the subject and its location: “Concerning the marvelous melons of al-Hawand.”48 In 
the example of the Waqwaq illustration, the painting diverges greatly from the textual 
descriptions of The Book of Curiosities. Once again, the illustrator has chosen to create an image 
related to the overall themes of The Book of Curiosities but independent in its visual properties 
and possible meanings. Although melons are mentioned twice in The Book of Curiosities, these 
references describe the diet of people in India and a specific melon known as the Burlusi melon 
of Nubia.49 Therefore, this illustration does not appear to depict any written account in the text. 
Furthermore, the illustrator has given the melons a place of origin, al-Hawand, but the author of 
The Book of Curiosities does not mention any location named al-Hawand. As an illustration 
inserted into a manuscript about cartography, the marvelous melons function similarly to the 
Waqwaq tree. The melons are given a precise location, but this location exists outside of the text. 
Instead, to a medieval reader, these marvelous melons might have existed in faraway lands and 
in spaces at the edge of the world where wonders abound. 
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 The marvelous melons of al-Hawand convey wonder through their distinctive appearance 
and possible hybridity. The central scrolling vine, painted gold, seems to emerge from the gold 
border framing the illustration. Rounded green leaves decorate the vine, and at the end of each 
vine, a yellow vegetal motif outlined in red and the head of beast emerges. Six of these heads are 
illustrated, and they appear almost identical: gray in color with a single eye, an open mouth, and 
two black curved horns. Attached to the scrolling gold vine and encased in vegetation, these 
heads form an animal-vegetation hybrid. Hybrids abound within The Book of Curiosities and are 
described as wonders in the last couple of chapters. The strangeness of their appearance might 
elicit wonder in a reader who has never encountered an animal-vegetation hybrid in real life, but 
other examples of the “inhabited scroll” or the animal-vegetation hybrid can be found in 
metalwork and stone carvings that predate The Book of Curiosities. The attachment of animal 
heads to scrolling vines is a common decorative scheme in metalwork that can be found in pre-
Islamic examples, such as this oval bowl from the Sasanian period (Figure 14). This motif also 
appears in stonework, like this rectangular panel carved with curvilenear vegetal patterns and 
emerging animal heads (Figure 15). Thus, the inhabited scroll or animal-vegetation hybrid was a 
rather common visual motif that could be found on objects or integrated into architectural 
ornament. Nevertheless the inserted illustration of The Book of Curiosities conveys wonder 
through the complexity of its creation as both animal and plant.  
  Unlike The Book of Roger, which focuses on geography, The Book of Curiosities 
encompasses a discussion of both heavenly and earthly matters. In the first part of the 
manuscript, the author provides a comprehensive study of the universe and introduces the first 
chapter by acknowledging limits to his own knowledge and conversely the limitless knowledge 
of God:  
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 The knowledge of the celestial sphere, and the characteristics of its revolutions and  
 movements, is a knowledge that eludes humans who are unable to ascertain precisely its  
 nature and verify its size. This is so because the Exalted Creator has unique knowledge of  
 His mysteries and of His secret will, a knowledge He imparts only to his chosen prophets 
 and the elect pure…50  
 
This introduction recalls the purpose of aja’ib that had developed in geographic and literary 
manuscripts—the potential to stun readers with their own lack of understanding when confronted 
with the unknown. Presented as an illustration in this context, the marvelous melons function at 
the edge of this cosmographic scheme. They are known animal-vegetation hybrids in the sense 
that a reader can encounter the melons through the illustration, but ultimately only God holds the 
unique knowledge of how they are created and how they fit into a universal order.  
 This illustration of marvelous melons also suggests possible cosmographic readings. 
Specifically, animal-vegetation hybrids were often visual manifestations of particular stops in the 
lunar cycle. Like the zodiac figures that illustrate the stars, hybridized images were often drawn 
to represent the lunar cycle. Such an association is evident in the context of The Book of 
Curiosities, as the unknown author often describes lunar mansions as hybridized beasts: “ A 
beast called r-z-k, having the form of a man’s [head] in profile, with ears like those of a fox. It 
stretches its arms to the right side. The lower part of its body has the form of a thick snake. It is 
like al-shawlah (Lunar Mansion XIX).”51 I suggest that readers might associate a cosmographic 
dimension of lunar mansions with the marvelous melons, but this association is neither fixed nor 
universal. In various astrological texts, other figural images are used to illustrate the lunar 
mansions, and there seems to be no standard or uniform way for depicting this particular chart. 
Some scholars have suggested that these hybridized illustrations also contain talismanic 
implications, as talismanic designs were sometimes drawn in accordance with the moon’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50 Rapoport and Savage-Smith, 332.  
51 Ibid., 507.  
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position in a lunar mansion.52 Talismanic practices were common in the medieval world, but 
these claims require further research to be substantiated. Although the illustration of marvelous 
melons may not explicitly include talismanic or lunar references, medieval readers might have 
used such frameworks to interpret the marvelous melons as wondrous and cosmographic in 
nature.    
 Readers of The Book of Curiosities might have also associated the marvelous melons 
with a specific heavenly system—the lunar mansions. In the traditional Arab-Islamic astrological 
system, the moon was thought to move through twenty-eight distinct lunar mansions or positions 
during the typical solar year. The lunar mansions corresponded to specific zodiac and months 
given in the Islamic calendar. Often these mansions are illustrated as humans, animals, plants, or 
hybrids in astrological treatises. A 16th-century copy of Kitab al-Bulhan or The Book of Well-
Being (9th c.) includes a chart of the twenty-eight lunar mansions and assigns a figural 
representation to each mansion (Figure 16). Renamed The Ascension of Propitious Stars and the 
Sources of Sovereignty, this later Ottoman manuscript includes an animal-vegetation hybrid 
meant to represent a lunar mansion, and its form resembles the marvelous melon illustration 
from The Book of Curiosities. Animal heads emerge from the leaves of a singular plant, but 
unlike the illustration of marvelous melons, these heads seem distinct and resemble familiar 
animals such as a hare. Medieval readers with knowledge of other illustrated lunar cycles might 
have understood this added illustration as a representation of the greater cosmographic scheme 
that underpins The Book of Curiosities.   
 
Gog, Magog, and the Legend of Alexander the Great in The Book of Roger 
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While a later reader or owner of The Book of Curiosities appears to have inserted 
illustrations into the blank spaces of the original manuscript, the copyist of The Book of Roger 
chose to integrate an additional illustration of Gog and Magog into his manuscript. This later 
edition of The Book of Roger was signed and dated by ‘Ali ibn Hasan al-‘Ajami in 1469. Al-
‘Ajami provides no other clues to his identity and little is known about him aside from his role as 
copyist. His copy closely resembles other versions of The Book of Roger held at the Bodleian 
Library with a notable exception—the added illustration. The other manuscripts of The Book of 
Roger reference the legend of Gog and Magog in their texts and locate the land of Gog and 
Magog on regional maps. Al-‘Ajami includes the typical regional map (Figure 17) of this 
faraway land, but he also creates an additional page to produce a large-scale illustration of Gog 
and Magog (Figure 3). Al-‘Ajami’s decision to depict Gog and Magog twice in his copy of the 
manuscript, through a regional map and the insertion of an unprecedented full-page illustration, 
underscore the importance of this legend for understanding the medieval world.  
 The legend of Gog and Magog has been told and retold by a variety of sources dating 
back to the Bible. Important in both the Christian and Islamic traditions, Gog and Magog can 
refer to individuals, lands, or a group of people, but ultimately these two names are associated 
with the apocalypse. In the Qur’an, Gog and Magog are known as Yajuj and Majuj, and are 
considered people of mischief who will destroy the world if unleashed. The Islamic tradition 
combines the story of Gog and Magog with legend of Alexander the Great, the Macedonian king 
of antiquity who is credited with building the barrier enclosing Gog and Magog: 
 They said: “You two-horned one! Gog and Magog are causing harm on the earth. Should  
 we not grant you a payment so that you build a barrier between us and them?” He said:  
 “The power which my Lord has given me is more valuable [than what you can offer me].  
 Now help me efficiently so that I may make a rampart between you and them. Bring me  
 the lumps of iron.” After he finally made [the rampart] between the two mountain-slopes  
 equally high as these], he said: “Blow [the fire].” After he finally made [the iron] red-hot,  
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 he said: “Bring me [molten] metal, so that I can pour it over it. Now [Gog and Magog]  
 were unable neither to come across it nor to break through it.”53  
 
Often referred to as the two-horned one in the Qur’an, Alexander the Great serves as an architect 
and a protector against the violent people of Gog and Magog. Described as “ungodly” at various 
times, the people of Gog and Magog dwell behind two mountains and terrorize a neighboring 
tribe. When Alexander the Great stumbles upon this tribe in his travels, they beg him to build a 
barrier. Recounted in poetry, literature, and various travel accounts, this legend remained largely 
standardized with little variation.54 In the 9th century, Sallam the Interpreter purportedly travelled 
to the barrier of Gog and Magog to assure that the rampart was intact after the Caliph al-Wathiq 
dreamt that the walls had been breached. Al-Idrisi recounts Sallam’s journey in The Book of 
Roger and also describes the people of Gog and Magog in detail:  
 Before the barrier of ‘the two-horned one’ existed, they [people of Gog and Magog] were  
 engaged in incursions into their neighbors’ lands, so that the entire surface of that region  
 became deserted…Part of their population the ‘two-horned one’ found honest and pious,  
 but miserable, supported by neighboring tribes. He let them live on the other side of the  
 rampart.55 
 
Although al-Idrisi writes about Sallam and the people of Gog and Magog at length, he does not 
spend as much time describing the appearance of the barrier. Instead, al-‘Ajami may have relied 
upon earlier interpretations of the legend to produce his illustration. For example, al-Biruni (973-
1048), the famous polymath and traveller, provides a rich visual description of the barrier: 
“...copper was melted which was run over the iron, and this became like a subterranean mountain 
vein; then he erected the barrier, crenelated it with pieces of iron, melted copper in the 
interstices; one would have said, it was a beautifully executed striped fabric because of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 E. J. Van Dolezal, Gog and Magog in Early Eastern Christian and Islamic Sources: Sallam's 
Quest for Alexander's Wall, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 51.  
54 Dolezal, “Preface,” xix-2.  
55 Ibid., 83.  
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yellow and the red due to the copper, and the black due to the iron.”56 Al-Biruni’s description 
elaborates upon the color scheme established in the Qur’an and includes added details such as a 
crenellated wall. Many similar descriptions appear in various texts from this period, and early 
Arab-Islamic geographic treatises often depict Gog and Magog as a barrier between two 
mountains. For example, on the rectangular world map from The Book of Curiosities, Gog and 
Magog are depicted as a barrier with a gate or door at the bottom left-hand corner of the map 
(Figure 6).  
 Al-‘Ajami’s depiction of Gog and Magog upholds many of the visual and narrative 
traditions established by earlier versions of the legend. On the single-page illustration, al-‘Ajami 
has illustrated a single rectangular barrier against a dark mountain range. The labels written in a 
black script identify the blank space surrounding the barrier as the land of Yajuj and Majuj. The 
entire mountain range and the rampart are outlined in red, and the rampart itself has been painted 
a bright orange. As al-Biruni’s description notes, crenellated points decorate the top of the 
barrier. On the subsequent page, al-‘Ajami illustrates Gog and Magog as a barrier amidst a 
mountain range, but this barrier is gray with a detailed depiction of a gate (Figure 17). The 
relationship between these two versions of Gog and Magog is not addressed in the text. The 
colors of the added illustration, fiery reds and oranges, recall the Qur’an’s narrative of 
construction, in which Alexander the Great used fire to smite the iron. The second illustration 
within the regional map emphasizes the gray materiality of iron. Most striking is the open gate 
depicted on the added illustration, as al-‘Ajami leaves a blank space within the barrier to signal 
that the doors have been opened. In contrast, al-‘Ajami illustrates the barrier of the regional map 
with its gates firmly shut. This added illustration depicts the moment when God, displeased with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56Al-Biruni, Kitab al-athar al-bakiya, found in Dolezal, 83.  
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non-believers, has chosen to open the gates of Gog and Magog and unleash destruction upon the 
earth.  
Thus, the added illustration of Gog and Magog conveys both temporal and geographic 
space at the edge of known world. Temporally, the breach of Gog and Magog signals the end of 
time—the destruction of the world for humankind. Geographically, al-Idrisi locates Gog and 
Magog north of China, at the edge of the known earth. Returning to Ibn al-Faqih’s description of 
the world as bird, remember that he describes Gog and Magog as located far beyond the 
WaqWaq and other strange nations: “Behind Manshak and Mashak are Gog and Magog, both of 
which are nations whom only God knows.”57 By depicting the open gate, al-‘Ajami depicts a 
wonder that might have stunned readers with fear for the end of the world. Although the 
geography and legend of Gog and Magog add to its appeal as a wonder, feats of architecture 
were also chronicled as aja’ib during this period. For example, the geographer Ibn 
Khurradadhbih (820-912) wrote about wondrous buildings, including another famous 
construction attributed to Alexander the Great, the lighthouse of Alexandria.58 Unlike the 
wonders of the Waqwaq and the marvelous melons, human agency is also conveyed through the 
story of Alexander the Great. Although Alexander credits his power to God in the 
aforementioned passage from the Qur’an, a reader is also reminded of human strength and the 
potential power to shape one’s world. Throughout the Book of Curiosities and The Book of 
Roger, Alexander the Great is mentioned several times and epitomizes the spirit of boundary-
crossing and exploration. He encounters wondrous creatures and undertakes wondrous feats of 
architecture throughout his travels, as he ultimately shapes the lands he visits. For instance, al-
Idrisi reports that Alexander the Great created the Strait of Gibraltar by constructing a canal 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Translated by Toorawa, 44. 
58 Travis Zadeh, Mapping Frontiers Across Medieval Islam (London: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 47.  
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between Tangier and southern Spain.59 By weaving the myth of Alexander the Great into these 
two texts, the author of The Book of Curiosities and al-Idrisi remind readers of an individual’s 
role in altering geography and encountering wonder.  
 
Centers and Edges: The Implications of Insertion  
 In her discussion of metalwork in the history of Islamic art, Eva Baer connects the 
Waqwaq tree with animal-plant hybrids and the figure of Alexander the Great: “Because of the 
attachment of animal heads and busts to plant motifs, this design has been compared to the 
legendary Waq-Waq tree or the so-called Talking Tree of the Alexander Romance, which 
through its animal heads informed Iskander of his approaching death.”60 These comparisons are 
problematic, as the conflation of the Waqwaq tree with inhabited scrolls has created a false 
narrative in which the Waqwaq tree produced a tradition of animal-plant hybrids. Also, the 
association of the Talking Tree of the Alexander Romance further adds to the confusion. 
According to this legend, Alexander the Great encounters a tree with talking heads that foretell 
his death. Popularized in the Islamic world by the Shahnameh or The Book of Kings (977-1010), 
which includes the story in one of its early chapters, the legend of the Talking Tree was also 
illustrated in many manuscripts of this period (Figures 18-19).  
It is possible that these three well-known images developed independently, and 
attempting to prove how one led to the other results in circular arguments and artificial historical 
constructions. Instead, I use these associations to emphasize my argument that medieval readers 
would have approached these illustrations with a multiplicity of references and frameworks. 
Particularly because the illustrations from The Book of Curiosities diverge from the text, these 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Al-Idrisi (trans. Jaubert), 80.  
60 Eva Baer. Metalwork in Medieval Islamic Art, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1983): 180.	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frameworks provide a way for navigating a visual experience. When analyzing the Waqwaq tree, 
a reader might think of its geographic implications, relate it to animal-plant hybrids, and even 
associate it with Alexander the Great through the legend of the Talking Tree. This oscillation 
amidst frameworks underscores how the inserted illustrations can be read on multiple levels by 
medieval and contemporary viewers alike.  
 Despite the many different frameworks that can be used to analyze The Book of 
Curiosities and The Book of Roger, these two manuscripts primarily address the field of 
cartography. Taken out of context, the three added illustrations can provide a multiplicity of 
meanings, but when reading The Book of Curiosities and The Book of Roger, a reader is struck 
by the number of maps included. When reading both manuscripts, the added illustrations might 
surprise a reader who has spent his entire time looking at geographic renderings of space. 
Throughout this paper, I have argued that these illustrations signify a conceptual space at the 
edge of the world and human knowledge, but what are the implications of this placement? How 
might this binary between edge and center affect the reader? To answer this question I return to 
the purposes of these treatises. Al-Idrisi’s interests reflect those of his patron, Roger II, who 
wanted a manuscript to accompany his silver disc of the world:  
He [Roger II] composed a Book so that the planisphere may be understood with 
description of towns and territories, the nature of their crops and homes, the extent of the  
seas, mountains, rivers, the plains and lowlands. This Book discussed the species of  
seeds, fruits and plants produced in each country, the properties of the plants and the arts  
and crafts of the inhabitants, their commerce of imports and exports, the curiosities that  
are remarked upon in the seven climates and the state of the population, their exterior  
form, their mores and their costumes, religions, dress and idioms.61 
 
The author of The Book of Curiosities describes a similar desire to collect knowledge in one 
book and describe the world in detail, with an added interest in marvelous creatures: “Then I 
added a description of the wonders and curiosities of the Earth, including those humans who are 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 al-Idrisi, Opus Geographicum, “Preface,” translated by Cartography Unchained, “CGID4.”   
Molina  32 
deformed as exemplary punishment, as well as those left lifeless and forsaken; and also 
mentioning current plants, stones, and waters of every region and desert.”62 The titles of each 
manuscript also reveal possible other intentions. The title, The Delight of Him Who Desires to 
Journey Through the Climates, emphasizes the role of the individual as an explorer or traveler, 
and The Book of Curiosities of the Sciences and Marvels for the Eye reflects a similar interest in 
exploring the limits of one’s own curiosity. Visual and textual descriptions of far-away lands—of 
the unknown spaces at the edge of the world—might have inspired the reader to travel or embark 
upon quests for knowledge.  
 Simultaneously, these illustrations depicting the edge of the world might have affirmed 
the reader’s own geographic centrality and dispelled any desire to travel. Although both The 
Book of Curiosities and The Book of Roger do not include boundary lines between different 
lands, the descriptions of strange plants and quasi-humans at the edge of the world allows 
authors and the readers to control the discourse of difference. Literal boundaries may not exist, 
but the visual markers that differentiate a Waqwaq figure function as conceptual borders between 
the known and the unknown world. Also, as mentioned in the introduction to this paper, neither 
the author of The Book of Curiosities nor al-Idrisi locates a single center of the world. An 
understanding of the edges of the known world requires a consideration of the antithesis—the 
world’s center. Michael Camille, an art historian of western medieval manuscripts, applied a 
useful theoretical framework of inversion when analyzing medieval marginalia in his 
foundational text, Image on the Edge: “Since marginal art is about the anxiety of nomination and 
the problem of signifying nothing in order to give birth to meaning at the center.”63 Camille 
argues that an inextricable link between the center and the edge exists within art, literature, and 	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63 Michael Camille, Image on the Edge: The Margins of Medieval Art, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1992), 48.  
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philosophy—one cannot occur without the other. Thus, by defining the edge as faraway land 
with wondrous creatures, viewers might locate the center as the known spaces they inhabit.  
 For a reader of The Book of Curiosities or The Book of Roger, the added illustrations 
signifying the edge of the world might affirm his own centrality. By experiencing aesthetic 
wonder through manuscripts, he has no need to travel. His placement, as the reader of the 
manuscript, can be affirmed. With no singular center identified by either manuscript, the center 
relies upon and moves with the reader.64 This notion contrasts with al-Idrisi’s descriptions of the 
benefits of travel and a long history of travelogues in the Arab-Islamic tradition. In religious 
texts, an urge to travel can be found in an early hadith attributed to Muhammad: “Seek 
knowledge even if in China, for the seeking of knowledge is incumbent upon every Muslim.”65 
Throughout the literary history of Islamic world, from religious texts to travelogues, traveling 
becomes an essential part of learning. Thus, while these added illustrations might affirm a 
reader’s centrality and dispel the need to travel, they could simultaneously induce a desire to 
learn by traveling the world.  
 
Conclusion  
 The epigraph of this paper, written by Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201-1274), a Persian 
polymath who thought extensively about astrological and cosmographic issues, captures the 
wonder of travel in the medieval imagination. In al-Tusi’s estimation, by travelling, people have 
the potential to confront the unknown and achieve a type of unprecedented pleasure. Surely al-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 Some sources claim that geographers in the medieval era located a mythical city known as 
Arim as the center of the world. Scholars believe that this city might have originated from Hindu 
mythology. Please see David Linberg, Science in the Middle Ages (1975) for more information and a 
short bibliography.   65	  For more information about the context of this hadith, see Ian Richard Netton, Seek 
Knowledge: Thought and Travel in the House of Islam (Oxon; RoutledgeCurzon, 1996). 	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Idrisi and the unknown author of The Book of Curiosities would have agreed with this sentiment, 
as their manuscripts reveal a preoccupation with exploring unknown spaces. In addition to a 
spirit of exploration, intrepid readers might have used various frameworks of knowledge, such as 
geography, cosmography, wonder, and legends, to understand these two manuscripts and the 
world around them. These frameworks privilege the position of the reader, and by doing so, 
insert the role of the reader into a larger discourse surrounding medieval manuscript production.  
 As I have argued here, the three added illustrations of The Book of Roger and The Book of 
Curiosities provide fruitful frameworks for understanding a medieval reader’s views of the 
world. These frameworks—geographic, cosmographic, wonder, and legends—allow us to 
understand the shift from literary to visual descriptions of wonder and how conceptual 
boundaries between people were constructed.  
A fuller exploration of this topic would involve greater research into the relationships 
between the center and edge.66 Another potential avenue for thought involves defining the role of 
monstrosity in Islamic art and exploring how monstrosity and wonder might converge.67 
Ultimately, I hope that this paper provided a few modest insights into activating the medieval 
cartographic manuscript. Often manuscripts are acknowledged as reflections of the ideas and 
values of their time, but The Book of Roger and The Book of Curiosities were also active agents 





 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66 In particular, I am intrigued by tensions that Zayde Antrim has posed concerning citizenship 
and travel in her recent publication, Routes and Realms: The Power of Place in the Early Islamic World.  
67 Not much scholarship has been conducted on monsters in the Islamic tradition. See Francesca 
Leoni’s essay in The Ashgate Compendium to Monsters and Monstrous for a starting point.   
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